
NOTICES OF BOOKS

A HISTORY OF PERSIA. By Lieut.-Col. P. M. SYKES.

2 vols. Vol. I. pp. xxv, 544 ; Vol. II, pp. xxii, 565.
London: Macmillan & Co., 1915.

A comprehensive History of Persia in English, based
on the best authorities and utilizing all the sources of.
information which the critical and archaeological research
of the past century has made available, has long been
needed by all students of Oriental matters. The only
history worthy of the name hitherto has been that of
Malcolm, of which the first edition appeared exactly
a hundred years ago. That excellent work no longer
meets the requirements of the case, and on the centenary
of its appearance we can welcome Sir Percy Sykes's
history without in any way reflecting on the value of
its predecessor.

Sir Percy Sykes has interpreted his duty as historian
of Persia in the broadest and most comprehensive spirit,
and it is possible that some readers may think that too
much space has been allotted to-the surrounding lands
and dynasties with which the destiny of Persia has been
involved. Yet a little reflexion will show that the
nature of the subject makes this course inevitable if
a true insight into the forces which have moulded ancient
and modern Persia is to be attained. The problem is no
simple one, but complex in the extreme. Persian history
is not one but several very distinct histories, and the
boundaries of the region to be dealt with are sometimes
of enormous extent, from the Indus on the east to Greece
on the west, or from Sogdiana on the north to Egypt and
Arabia on the south, and sometimes contracted within the
comparatively narrow bounds of Persia proper.
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814 NOTICES OP BOOKS

Thus we have first the germs of a Persian state in
Elam, and its relations with Babylonia and Assyria, then
the growth of a more distinctly Persian power in Media
and the first beginnings of Persia properly so called.
This is followed by the rise and fall of the mighty
Achsemenian Empire, its conquest by Alexander, the rule
of his successors, and the gradual revival of national rule
in Parthia, followed by the resuscitation of a truly Persian
state under the Sassanians, which offers a striking parallel
to the supersession of Media by the Achsemenians. In
the later as in the earlier Persian state we trace the
action of the powerful outside influences against which an
independent Persia has always had to struggle—influences
from the north,the home of the Central Asian nomads; from
the west, whence proceeds the ever present and persistent
pressure of Europe; or from the south, the tremendous
outburst of Arab energy inspired by the new creed of
Islam, before which the national state collapsed. And
further, during the succeeding centuries up to the present
day we can perceive how captive Persia has captured her
conquerors not once but again and again. Arab, Seljuk,
Mongol, and Turk have all conquered Persia and have
all become Persian. They have been captured by
a civilization, a literature, and an art superior to their
own, and the latest great dynasty which can be called
national, that of the Safavls, was so rather by religion
and adoption than by race, and although supported at
first mainly by Turkish tribes was soon enthusiastically
followed by the Persian population. The present royal
family of Persia is also, it must be remembered, repre-
sentative of one of these Turkish tribes, the Kajar. The
question of religion, too, is of importance, for in modern
Persia, as in some countries of Europe, religion rather
than race has become the building national force, and
a Shi'a is a Persian, whereas a Sunni is a Turk or an
Afghan.
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A HISTOEY OF PERSIA 815

This long and varied panorama Sir Percy Sykes has
dealt with fully and faithfully, with an abundance of
illustration drawn from his own unrivalled experience
of the country of Persia and of its people, their customs,
their art, and their archaeology.

In the introductory chapters he gives a full account of
the geography of the plateau and of the low-lying lands
which surround it, bordering some on the Persian Gulf,
others on the Euphrates, the Caspian, the Oxus, and the
Indus, the true limits of ancient Iran.

The country of Elam, extending from the Zagros
Mountains to the head of the Persian Gulf, which in
early days extended much further north than at present, is
then dealt with. Its inhabitants seem to have been partly
Sumerian and partly Negrito aborigines, an element still
represented in the modern population near the sea. The
great age of Persia, comprising the rise and fall of the
Median and Achaemenian kingdoms and their dealings with
Assyria and Greece, is the subject of chapters xv to xix,
and the history of the rise of Macedonia and the conquests
of Alexander is set forth in an excellent summary in
chapters xx to xxiv. The rule of the Seleucids leads
up to the development of the Bactrian and Parthian
monarchies (xxvii to xxxiv), followed by the rise and
history of the Sassanians, ending with their downfall
and the conquest of Persia by the Arabs (xxxv to xliii).
The history of ancient Persia comes to a dramatic con-
clusion with this event, culminating in the battle of
Nahavand in A.D. 642.

The second volume begins with the history of Persia
under the Khalifas, and the narrative of the rule of
the Abbasids, who fixed their capital at Baghdad, close
to the old Sassanian capital of Ctesiphon, shows the
growth of Persian influence and the extent to which the
system of administration and finance was, like their
coinage, borrowed by the Arabs from their Sassanian
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816 NOTICES OF BOOKS

predecessors. Nevertheless, the identity of Persia as
a nation was lost for centuries, and the steps by which
it gradually emerged are clearly shown in the account
here given of the first three hundred years of the
Khalifat. Scarcely had the Persian revival begun under
the Saffari and SamanI rulers than the rise of Turkish
power, first under Mahmud of Ghazni and then under the
Seljuks, again brought Iranian lands under a foreign
yoke. Yet it was under the Seljuks that Persia began
to prosper anew, and the Mongol deluge, which swept
away all competitors for power, in its turn gave birth
to a dynasty pervaded by Persian culture. A similar
revival after the conquests of Timur took place under
the later Timurids. Since that epoch Persia has not been
the subject of any sweeping foreign conquest. The
dynasties which have held sway, although not for the
main part truly Persian, have yet (with the exception
of the Afghans who established an ephemeral rule in the
eighteenth century) originated within Persian limits. The
whole of this period has been dealt with in illuminating
fashion by Sir Percy Sykes. The information extracted
from the original Arab and Persian chronicles by many
English and Continental scholars is here brought together
in a clear and readable narrative, and it may be safely
asserted that much of it is now for the first time made
available to the English reader, even if such excellent
works as Muir's Caliphate and Le Strange's Lands of the
Eastern Caliphate are consulted. The later history of
Persia under the Safavis, followed by the tumultuous
episodes of the eighteenth century, which resulted
eventually in the emergence of the Kajar dynasty, has been
fully treated, and the history of the last hundred years is
a work for which Sir P. Sykes's knowledge of modern
Persia has specially qualified him. The intercourse of
Persia with England and Russia, the variations of the
Perso-Afghan frontier, the Persian Gulf, the trade of the
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Karun, the Indo-European telegraph, the Revolution and
its effects are a few of the topics here treated. On these
subjects numerous works have been written from time to
time, many of which are of great interest, though sometimes
warped by personalities and prejudice, but they have not
hitherto formed the subject of a clear and continuous
narrative like that found in this history, which is written
with admirable impartiality and informed by real
knowledge. There are also certain episodes in Persian
history which may be compared to backwaters in its
main current. Such, among others, are the visits of
European travellers, the adventurous career of the
Portuguese in the Persian Gulf, and the dealings of the
Darrani rulers of Afghanistan, whether Sadozai or
Barakzai, with their Persian neighbours in Khorasan and
Sistan. On these and similar topics Sir Percy Sykes
may be accepted as an authority. The chapters on
literature, which, as Sir P. Sykes points out, owe much to
the exhaustive work of Professor E. G. Browne, are full
and satisfactory. The account given of the history and
development of Persian art is excellent, and its value is
enhanced by many fine illustrations, several of which are
from original Persian paintings in the author's collections.
The illustrations of buildings and scenery throughout are
of a high class, many of the views being from unpublished
photographs taken by the author himself and by other
travellers, as well as those reproduced from the works of
Flandin and Coste and others of an earlier generation.
Attention must also be drawn to the excellent maps, which
illustrate not only the physical features of the country
but its history and ethnology, special attention being
given to the location of races and tribes in ancient and
modern times, a very important point in a country where
the ethnic elements are so varied and scattered.

Sir Percy Sykes must be congratulated on the appearance
of this important and valuable work, which has cost him
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818 NOTICES OF BOOKS

many years labour. He has now moved from Persia to
a no less important sphere of action in Central Asia,
where we may confidently expect his work will be as
valuable to his country as that which his long residence
in Persia has enabled him to carry out in that country,
work of which the present history is an outward and
visible sign.

M. LONGWORTH DAMES.

PARADIGMA AND EXERCISES IN SYRIAC GRAMMAR. By

THEODORE H. ROBINSON, M.A., B.D. pp. viii and
148. Oxford : at the Clarendon Press, 1915.

Although the modest title does not reveal the fact, this
book is almost a complete grammar, with an arrangement
differing entirely from the ordinary textbooks. The
advantages of this arrangement are obvious, but it
necessitated the omission of a systematic analysis of the
chapter of phonology. Written mainly for students in
India, the book confines itself to the Western (Jacobite)
dialect, and even omits the Estrangeta and Nestorian
forms of the letters in the table of the alphabet. In
accordance with this practice the author transliterates
pHaha always by o, not without causing some slight con-
fusion for the beginner, as this vowel is not distinguished
from the long o with an inherent it-sound as in A
The author gets out of the difficulty by arguing that his
account of the Syriac vowels " is not scientific ", and that
the system of dots " used by the eastern Syrians is nearer
a true representation of the original vocalization ". The
system of this vocalization is fortunately inserted, but
it still requires some additional notes on the. part of
the teacher in order to make every point quite clear to
the student. This also applies to the rules placed at the
heads of many paragraphs. Most of them are somewhat
mechanical, and do not give the learner a real insight
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